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	1. Hiccup the Affectionate

**How to Start a Self-Discovery**

**Chapter 1: Hiccup the Affectionate**

_The weight of the axe was heavy compared to her short, chubby arms. She didn't like the feel of the smooth wooden handle as she balanced precariously on her tiny feet, distributing her weight unevenly to compensate for the weighted metal of the weapon. Her heart was pounding in her ears as she tightened her grip, the pounding unable to drown out the two sounds hammering into her. One was obnoxious and frightening, and the other was but a tiny whimper, helpless and pleading. And she didn't know why, but her body was responding more to the voice at her back, yelling at her._

"_Do it, girl! Or you'll never become a proper Viking!"_

_Her nerves shivered at the sound of the thunderous voice, almost like Thor was at her heels. So the child stumbled a bit as she lifted the heavy axe, the sharp edge gleaming maliciously in the sunlight as it hovered over the small creature tied up in ropes. It began to whimper louder, curling its head as best it could into its chest, brilliant blue scales standing out against the green grass. _

_Her breath hitched, arms freezing up as she hesitated for the slightest second…_

"_ASTRID!"_

_Eyes slamming closed, the young Astrid Hofferson swung down with all her might, trying to focus only on the sharp gasp of her voice as something warm splattered onto her face, staining her hands. Her breath was beginning to shorten with every passing second, a lightened, disbelieving feeling overpowering her. She only vaguely heard her father, muttering something about how it was "good enough" before opening her eyes and staring down at her tiny hands._

_They were trembling._

_With blood._

...

...

...**  
><strong>

"_No!_" Astrid gasped, jolting up in bed just as the first rays of light scattered in through her window. Her forehead teemed with sweat, hands clutching tightly at the bedsheets as she sighed in relief at the familiar sight of her bedroom. Her hands unclenched from their death grip, and she relaxed in the early hours of dawn, running a hand through her scraggly blonde hair. There was a squawk from beside her, and Astrid turned to meet one of her Deadly Nadder's eyes as it turned its head to peer carefully at her. It jerked its head up and down, checking for signs of injuries. Astrid laughed softly at the dragon's obvious display of concern, reaching out to pet it.

"Morning Sigrid," the Viking greeted, inching out of bed to start the day. "You have a good sleep, girl?" The Deadly Nadder squawked again in response, slowly rising from the floor, careful not to stab her rider with her spiky tail. Astrid opened the large back doors in her new bedroom, letting Sigrid out to stretch her legs while her owner got ready for the day.

Astrid turned to look at her bedroom, smiling a little when she remembered how all the houses needed to be rebuilt to suit some of the bonded riders. Her mother had agreed to increase the size of her room, eyeing the blue-scaled dragon a little suspiciously as she redid the floor plans. But Astrid didn't care, too happy about being able to have a permanent home, without fear of it burning down from night raids.

"Astrid?" a voice asked, peering in from the door. It was her mother, a burly Viking woman who was starting to get used to not having any dragons to fight. She was still edgy and uncomfortable around the dragons, but it was vastly better than the days before, when she would carry her axe around all the time, just _waiting_ for Sigrid to step a claw out of line.

"Hey mom," Astrid greeted, beginning to braid her hair into its customary style, securing it with a piece of string. "I'm going to head out with Sigrid soon. Don't bother making me breakfast; I'll nick something from Hiccup's." she said, turning to grab her fur boots and slip them on. Astrid didn't see the slight disapproving look in her mother's eyes, as the woman was more than a little unsure about letting her daughter mooch off the chieftain of the tribe. But there was an underlying sadness in them, showing years of sorrow locked away in order to preserve the harsh persona of the Vikings.

"At least _look_ at it, Astrid," her mother almost pleaded (because Vikings didn't plead). The younger Viking paused in her trek out the back doors, her shoulders stiffening. She was silent as she turned around slowly, her headband showing more expression than her actual face. She brushed past her mother, coldly, making her way into the main room of the house.

It was a pretty normal Viking house, where the kitchen and the dinning room blended together for easy manoeuvrability. Normally, there would be weapons hung on the walls, but they had all been stowed away into chests when Sigrid had squawked angrily and fearfully at them. There was only one weapon hung on the walls; a large, heavy axe that was placed, not for convenient pick-up, but as an object of prayer. It was not a ceremonial weapon of any sort; in fact it was not really special at all.

Except for the fact it was her father's.

A bitter smile graced her lips as she stared coldly at it, that ice-hot fury ripping through her chest as she watched it gleam on the wall. Her mother was watching from the doorway of her bedroom, hopeful as always that her teenage daughter would forgive her stupid husband for his blatant disappointment in her. But it was always the same prayer, from last year to this year. And that wasn't going to change.

"Thank Freyja that you're gone."

Astrid's mother, Hilda, winced when the prayer left her daughter's mouth. It was never good to speak ill of the dead, but Astrid was never as superstitious as her mother. She used to be a very loving, obedient child when she was young; when her father was still alive. Nowadays, Astrid thrived in the rebellious nature of her teen years, glaring hatefully up at her father's prized weapon on the wall. If she was allowed to, Hilda suspected Astrid would've melted it in Gobber's smithery and thrown the liquid metal into the ocean long ago.

"I'm going," the young Viking said curtly, taking care not to stomp her feet against the wooden floor like a child as she left the house. Hilda sighed when the door shut behind her, hearing Astrid whistling to Sigrid to join her at the front of the house. Hilda sank into one of the chairs at the dining table, turning her head up to stare at the axe resting forlornly on the wall.

She normally did not partake in speaking ill of the dead, but Hilda figured that if dragons could roam their land freely, she could scold her husband from where he was up in Valhalla. And so, a wry smile twisted her lips as she muttered, "You know, you have only yourself to blame."

...

...

...**  
><strong>

Astrid's eyes were narrowed as she marched down the village, Sigrid following behind her cautiously. She was trying not to think about the axe with the special resting spot in her home, snarling viciously to herself as she started hiking up the hill to the chieftain's house. Toothless was already outside, a sack of fish in front of him that he was eating and keeping away from two Terrible Terrors. Sigrid squawked happily when she saw the fish, bounding towards it before Toothless snarled nastily at her and the tinier dragons. But the Deadly Nadder was sufficiently distracted when an amused voice cut through the morning air.

"Hey, hey, there's enough to go around."

Astrid's shoulders slumped from their former rigidity as she saw Hiccup with another pack of fish slung over his shoulder, dropping it as Sigrid neared. The blue-scaled dragon squawked happily at the brown-haired human, diving for the fish and ignoring Hiccup's comforting hand petting the side of her head.

"Hi Hiccup," Astrid greeted as she reached the top of the hill, smiling slightly when he turned to beam at her.

"Astrid!" He exclaimed, as if surprised she had come trailing behind her blue-scaled dragon. "Hey, you hungry? I just made breakfast." Hiccup jabbed his thumb behind him, to his two-story home where smoke was rising from the chimney. Astrid flushed red when her stomach rumbled a bit, nodding and following the taller boy inside.

Has it really only been two years? Astrid thought as she entered the much larger home of the chieftain. They were just shy of fifteen summers (or winters?) when Hiccup had managed to de-wing Toothless during the night raid. Now, the son of the Viking chief was _really_ looking like he was the son of the Viking chief. Granted, he wasn't heavily muscled like Snotlout (who had grown to be just like his father, if not more so), or big like Fishlegs (a big burly guy with amazing observation skills); he wasn't massively tall like Ruffnut and Tuffnut, and the dragon rider was still nowhere _close_ to as good as Astrid with weapons. But he had _definitely_ (oh, for sure, definitely) grown.

"We don't have any fish this morning, because Toothless likes to eat all the ones in the house," Hiccup explained as they neared the kitchen, chuckling and ducking under a rafter in the house that he was tall enough to knock his head into. "My dad left some meat over though, which is weird 'cause he usually hogs all of it before I even get up in the morning." Astrid smiled at the other Viking's ramblings, brushing her sunny blonde hair behind her ear when she saw him lift a closed crate of his father's weapons away from the storage of meat.

Hiccup's muscles weren't exactly Viking material, given that by Viking standards he was still a scrawny little thing that looks as though it could be snapped in two. But Astrid, being rather thin herself, could see the definition of muscle in Hiccup's entire body. He was far from the twig-thin figure he used to have two years ago, his growth catching up with him as his body fleshed out and his shoulders broadened. He still wasn't as powerful as the other Vikings, but Astrid was sure Hiccup could easily win in a fight if he wanted to. With her tutoring, he was more than adequate with a sword (nothing else except a sword, mind you) and his cunning intelligence made him a worthy foe in the ring.

That's not to say his physicality was the only thing that grew. Despite the first few rough months of adjusting to his new prosthetic, Hiccup's confidence had grown in leaps and bounds. There was a short period of time where Astrid struggled to reign in Hiccup's outlandish proclamations of "all this _raw Viking... ness_" whenever he suddenly decided to get bigheaded. It was quickly replaced with a quiet sort of confidence that she felt suited him more, as his dragon was more than boastful enough for the two of them.

But if there was one thing Astrid was immensely grateful for in the growth and maturity of Hiccup's personality, it was undoubtedly his more open feelings in terms of their relationship.

Astrid was the epitome of the Viking warrior. She was tough and stubborn, unwilling to show weakness with a strong determination to prove herself. As such, Astrid was largely detached from her own emotional feelings because they were considered weak. But Hiccup was the complete opposite, having accepted his differences with his individuality and the rest of the Viking tribe. And he showed it to Astrid and the rest of his village, openly showering her with chaste kisses in the broad daylight, or lacing their fingers together. He didn't care what other people thought. Hiccup was content to be different, as he once told her.

"_Astrid_," she heard a voice croon in her ear softly, and gasped. Hiccup was hovering behind her, his breath soft and ticklish against her ears. She shivered at the sound of his lower, huskier voice, feeling his larger hands splayed across her wide hips. "What are you thinking about?" he asked, and Astrid blushed.

"Nothing," she muttered, stepping forward to snag a piece of bread and gnaw at it. Hiccup just chuckled at her obvious embarrassment, leaning down to place a soft kiss at her neck before walking away to fetch his own breakfast.

He was so _affectionate_. It was disconcerting, really, for any sort of Viking to see this type of behaviour. But there was something in Astrid that liked his open, emotional character. It drew her to him, and for the longest time she couldn't figure out why.

Which is why, that day, Astrid resolved to find out.


	2. Target Practice

**How to Start a Self-Discovery**

**Chapter 2: Target Practice**

_She shuffled unsteadily on her feet, hiding her blue eyes behind her curtain of blonde hair. The boy across from her was gazing curiously at the little blue dragon that was curled up into a very tight ball. There was a large grin on his face that was offset by Astrid's nervous shifting, and his green eyes were sparkling with barely restrained excitement. _

"_Is… is it a dwagon?" she asked in a hush, the little animal wound up so tight it almost looked like an egg. The boy, on his hands and knees, nodded and grinned toothily._

"_A Deady Naddr," he replied, reaching out to touch it. Astrid wanted to stop him when she realized what he was doing, but it was too late when the little dragon woke up just before the boy's hand touched her scales._

_Letting out an, "eep!" Astrid ducked down behind her companion, burrowing her face in his stiff shoulder blades. She waited a few seconds for something; a blast of fire, or maybe some small spikes to shoot out at her, but nothing came. So, slowly, Astrid peeked her eyes out from the boy's shoulder, blinking her sky blue eyes when she saw the 'Deady Naddr' angling its face to one side. A large yellow eye was studying them curiously, but showed no signs of hostility. Instead, it padded quickly around Astrid's human shield, peering at her with its other eye._

"_I think it likes you," the boy whispered excitedly, and Astrid 'eep'ed again. She hadn't even known him for most of the morning and already, he was taking her further into the woods she's ever been and showing her scary dragons that were starting to look not-so-scary. In fact, the one in front of her was creeping forward, bumping its little horn against her hand as if asking her to pet it._

_Astrid giggled, obliging the baby dragon and running her tiny hand along its cool scales. The boy beside her joined in as well, scratching at the Deadly Nadder's neck as it growled softly in approval. A large yawn rose from its jaw, and it stumbled sleepily into Astrid's lap, where it curled up and promptly fell asleep._

_A little 'o' forming on her lips, Astrid looked up at the boy (Hiccup?) and his cheeky smile. It was entirely too smug for his own good, and her arm reared back to punch him. _

_(The smile didn't leave his face.)_

_(Astrid's didn't either.)_

...

...

...**  
><strong>

"Ow! That hurt!"

Astrid rolled her eyes, not amused.

"Then get out of the way!"

Hiccup, plastered to a wall, sent an annoyed glance at his girlfriend.

"Oh yeah, sure. Just dodge the spinning weapons of death that the best marksman in the Hairy Hooligan Tribe can throw. No big deal."

Astrid scowled at him, hefting an axe up in her throwing arm and taking position. She heard Hiccup swear faintly under his breath, drawing a snort from Toothless who was lazing just outside the steel bars of the Dragon Training arena. Sigrid was poking her nose through the large gaps in the barred dome, angling her face to the side to follow Hiccup's movements as he tucked and rolled.

"Quit whining," Astrid shouted at him from the opposite end of the training area. "You're the fastest Viking in the tribe. If Snotlout was in here, he wouldn't last two seconds before you two become a matching set!" Hiccup, despite his rather dire circumstances, snorted in laughter as he ducked an incoming axe, glancing down at his prosthetic. (Astrid couldn't help the grin that came onto her face as well.)

"Hey, I can totally outrun a one-legged Viking!"

Hiccup couldn't help grinning as he straightened up from another tuck and roll, seeing Snotlout, Ruffnut and Tuffnut, and Fishlegs standing at the entrance of the training ground. Their dragons had joined Toothless and Sigrid topside, a few Terrible Terrors running around to entertain them.

"Oh, yeah, because the race with Gobber the Belch _totally_ didn't count," Ruffnut snorted, placing a hand on her hip. Tuffnut and Fishlegs snickered behind her, prompting Snotlout to growl again. But he ignored them, sauntering over to Astrid in that cocky way of his, no doubt attempting to butter her up in hopes she would dump Hiccup for him. (Fat chance, really.)

"Whatever dudes," Snotlout scoffed, throwing an arm over Astrid as he tried grinning roguishly at her. "So Astrid, wicked throwing arm. You been workin' out again?" he asked, prompting Astrid to roll her eyes a second time that day, eyeing his hand dangling dangerously close to her chest. "You know, I've been workin' out too. We should work out together sometIME!!"

Snotlout shrieked (in a manly way, of course), when Astrid grabbed his arm and twisted it off her body, sending it crashing into the ground. Everyone in the ring laughed at the rejection, but Astrid simply smirked when she heard him groaning on the ground. Picking up the axe that she stuck into the floor before wiping it with Snotlout's sad attempts at wooing, the weapons specialist slung it over her shoulder before sending another well-aimed throw at Hiccup.

"Whoa!" Hiccup exclaimed as he ducked again, hands over his head. When his eyes opened to glance at his girlfriend in the, 'what was that for?' way, she just gave him another pointed glance and crossed her arms.

"Pay _attention_, Hiccup. An enemy isn't going to be stupidly honourable like you and make it a fair fight," she told him matter-of-factly. Hiccup sighed, mumbling 'okay, okay' under his breath as he got back onto his feet. Satisfied that he was taking her advice seriously, Astrid started to pick up the axes and throw them back into the weapon crates. Hiccup followed her lead, motioning the others to join in to get the job done faster. Once it was done, Hiccup grinned and picked up a straight sword from one pile of weapons.

"Hey, how 'bout we spar next?" the Dragon Tamer suggested, twirling the sword in his hand deftly. Snotlout grinned, snatching up a hammer and tapping it lightly against his palm.

"Oh, bring it _on_, dude," the muscled Viking prompted. Ruffnut growled at him, grabbing a mace from another crate and pushing the somewhat shorter Viking away.

"No way, ladies first," she argued, winking at Hiccup (who gulped nervously). But Tuffnut laughed from his position leaning against the wall, dragging the tip of his wickedly curved blade against the ground.

"But Astrid's been training with Hiccup for most of the morning," the male twin said innocently, prompting his sister to growl at him. The two promptly engaged in another one of their brother-sister spats, only this time with their respective weapons in hand. Fishlegs stood near them, and was very glad he decided to pick up a wayward shield in each of their hunts in the weapons crates.

But Astrid didn't hear the fighting, her eyes trained on the comfortable ease in which Hiccup held his straight sword. He was laughing at Ruff and Tuff, sword thrown over his shoulder with the blade shining in the sunlight. The blonde-haired Viking didn't know why, but the sight of Hiccup holding a sword unsettled her a lot. It didn't matter how many times she saw him handle it with the skill of a master, or the fact that it was _her_ that taught him in the first place; the idea of Hiccup and weapons just didn't… _go_.

"No sparring," Astrid said, striding forward to snatch the sword out of Hiccup's grip. An internal sigh of relief swept through her body, and Astrid threw the sword into a weapons box. "Your tuck and roll still needs work. Toothless!"

At the sound of his name, the Night Fury's head popped up from its lazy spot on the floor, ears upright in alertness and pupils wide. He spotted Astrid shoving his rider a round shield, and a forked tongue lolled in happiness when he realized what he would be asked to do. Quickly bounding into the arena (and ignoring the other people who ran _out_ of the arena to avoid him) Toothless settled himself beside his rider's mate, tail wagging in excitement. Hiccup just looked annoyed.

"What am I today, target practice?"

Astrid raised a hand, patting Toothless' neck as she grinned at her boyfriend with the shield dangling in his hand.

"Yep."

Yelping, Hiccup brought the shield up to block Toothless' first fire shot. Astrid observed him carefully as he underwent the same tuck and roll, duck and dodge strategy he had used for her axe throwing. His prosthetic (after undergoing many adjustments in the first year of its use) didn't appear to want to malfunction anytime soon. It was a good thing too, since Toothless didn't seem to want to stop firing shots at his rider. Funny, as half a year ago the dragons were just barely starting to get used to their riders charging at each other with pointy and dangerous weapons.

Weapons weren't a tolerable point for dragons until very recently. A Viking carrying a weapon often reminded them of the night raids, and the times they answered to the Green Death and the Green Death alone. It was only with Hiccup's help, and Toothless' example that the dragons started to tolerate the appearance of weapons. Hiccup had to explain the Viking's need for weapons to Toothless, likening it to a dragon needing their fire to protect themselves. But it was a whole other story when you were talking about humans, dragons, _and _weapons.

Ironically enough, it was Stoick the Vast who broke the barrier of Viking training with a dragon, weapon in hand. Toothless had been watching his rider's father training, and Stoick had accidentally thrown a weapon in the Night Fury's direction. Retaliating, the Night Fury shot a blast of his unique fire at Stoick, who dodged and decided it was crossing the line to let a dragon attack him without repercussions. From there, the two waged an all-out war until Hiccup came running and screaming, stopping the two and sending them both into hearty laughs (in their respective tongues). It had sparked a whole new way of training, despite the reluctance at first because of the fear of falling back into the old Viking lifestyle.

"Okay, Toothless, that's enough for today," Astrid said, patting the Night Fury on the neck again. Toothless obliged, closing his mouth and grumbling in satisfaction when she started to scratch him behind the ears. Hiccup was catching his breath on the other side of the arena, throwing the burnt shield into a crate of weapons needing to be fixed and limping over to the Night Fury.

"Couldn't go easy on me, could you buddy?" Hiccup asked, patting Toothless' nose as it nudged at his hand. The dragon's replied growl seemed to be a chuckle more than anything else, prompting Hiccup to roll his eyes before smiling softly and hugging his neck. Astrid watched from a little ways away, a comforted feeling sweeping through her body as she watched the dragon and the rider together.

_This_ was where Hiccup belonged. Not lugging an axe or a sword or a shield around. Not training with other Vikings in the art of combat every day at the crack of dawn. He belonged beside his dragon friends, loving and caring and nurturing each and every one of them as they flocked to his side. It was Astrid's job to excel in battle, and be the tougher of the two, not Hiccup's. It was up to her to have the will and the guts to slay any creature, dragon or human alike, if they dared cross her or those she deemed precious. Hiccup was supposed to remain docile and pure, untainted by the eternal blood that would inevitably stain his hands had he so chosen to kill. It was Astrid that would take all that he should have endured as son of the Viking Chief. _She_ would be the one to paint her body red with the blood of her victims. Why?

Because Astrid was tough. Because _Astrid _could handle it.

Right?


	3. It's Okay To Be A Girl Sometimes

**How to Start a Self-Discovery**

**Chapter 3: It's Okay to Be a Girl... Sometimes**

_Astrid really liked flowers. She would always wander out into the woods to look at them growing randomly against trees, or in a patch of grass. Sometimes, if she was feeling brave, Astrid would pick one of the pretty flowers and stick them into her headband, giggling a bit as it flopped lopsidedly into her face. _

_Astrid liked flowers, so she wondered why her father hated them._

_It was one day that she was feeling bolder and braver than ever, like a real Viking; Astrid decided to wander out into the woods again and picked a flower, securing it in her headband. But then she thought back to her mother and her father in their little hut in the village, and wondered if they had ever seen flowers before. Astrid was fairly sure the two of them would love flowers, because who couldn't love such things of beauty?_

_So Astrid spent the better part of an hour crouched down in a little patch of the flora, trying to decide how to organize the jumbled bouquet and wondering which colours her parents would like best. Halfway through her task, Astrid decided that her parents would probably fight over the beautiful bouquet, and started to pick more flowers to make a second set._

_It was finally two hours past when Astrid straightened up, grinning at the two sets of vibrantly-coloured flowers in her tiny fists. She made her way back to the village, showing her mother the beautiful set with a toothy smile. Her mother looked surprised down at the plants, before smiling (sadly?) and accepting them with a curt nod. Astrid, excited that her mother liked them, quickly found her father in the kitchen as he poked the fireplace, adding more wood._

"_Look, father!" she had cried, thrusting both tiny arms out to present her gift. "Aren't they pretty?"_

_Astrid was expecting him to beam happily (and for a moment was excited at the idea, because she had never seen him smile like that) and take the flowers, patting her head and telling her he loved her with all his heart._

_Instead, he roared angrily and chucked the charred stick at her, snatching the flowers out of her frightened hands and throwing them into the fire to burn away into ashes. _

"_Stupid girl!" he spat out, slamming his hand on the table. "Stop bothering me with such useless things!"_

"_S-sorry, father," Astrid whimpered, flinching when his voice roared again for her to leave him alone. She did so quickly and quietly, ducking out the door of her house to run to the hill that overlooked Berk. It was there that she met her friend, Hiccup, who was holding a stick and trailing it against the dirt floor._

"_Hi Astrid!" he called in greeting, his lips beaming in a smile that Astrid really liked. His large green eyes flickered up to her headband, where her blue flower was still hanging lazily. "Nice flower!"_

_Startled, Astrid's hand flew up to the long-stemmed plant hiding in the blonde locks of her hair, and frowned. She held back the tears that wanted to come out, grabbing the flower and hurling it onto the floor. Her leather boot crashed down over the beautiful flora, twisting to further mash it into the dirt._

"_Flowers are stupid," Astrid told Hiccup as she marched over to him, ignoring the surprised widening of his eyes. "They're stupid and useless. And Vikings don't need stupid or useless things."_

...

...

...**  
><strong>

"Are you _stupid_, or did you not hear me the first time?!" Astrid shouted angrily, hands planted on her hips as she glared at Hiccup with the sword in his hand. "_No _sparring!"

Snotlout rolled his eyes, hiking the hammer on his shoulder while Tuffnut snickered and Fishlegs fidgeted under Astrid's heavy gaze. Ruffnut rose an eyebrow at Astrid's proclamation, mirroring Hiccup's before his lips settled in a frown.

"I gotta do some offensive training, _sometime_, Astrid," Hiccup reasoned before a grin lightened his face. "At this rate, Toothless will die before I get some action." Toothless' ears perked up at the sound of his name (he had retreated back to the outer area of the training dome), and he huffed before settling back down again.

"Come on, babe, it's just a little friendly fight. I'll go easy on the wimp here, promise," Snotlout boasted, falling into an attack stance as he faced Hiccup. Astrid quickly picked up the double-axed pole at her feet, throwing it at Snotlout to embed it into the ground as a warning.

"I. _Said_. No. _Sparring_!" she hissed, causing Snotlout to quiver nervously, and Hiccup to become more worried about his girlfriend. Ruffnut sighed, getting tired of this hold-up and grabbing Astrid's wrist.

"Come on," she said, her height being a significant advantage as she herded Astrid along, out of the training ring. "Let the sissy guys have their fun. We can come back later and kick their butts." Snotlout and Tuffnut shouted indignantly at that presumption, prompting Hiccup to grin in amusement and chuckle over at Fishlegs (who simply shrugged and smiled).

Ruffnut dragged a kicking and screaming Astrid all the way back up to her house, throwing her inside the room she shared with her brother and slapping Astrid's head to shut her up. "Geez, Ash. Hiccup's a Viking too, you have to let him train like everyone else," the female twin muttered, opening her closet and digging around inside of it.

"Hiccup's at a severe disadvantage with only one leg to rely on. He'd get seriously hurt in that ring!" Astrid shouted, trying to defend herself only to draw a snort from Ruffnut.

"Gobber the Belch has two missing limbs, and he's one of the best fighters in Berk," she reasoned. "And even though Hiccup's skinnier than a lot of Vikings, he's still a Viking. You can't really survive in a warrior clan without being a warrior yourself." Astrid pouted, crossing her arms and turning her head to the side, as if trying to avoid admitting that Ruffnut was right.

"He could be a bread-making Viking," she muttered helplessly, drawing laughter from the other female.

"Oh, _that'll_ be the talk of the town. 'Chieftain's son decides to make bread instead of lead the village of Berk!' Like we _really_ need more bread-makers." Astrid growled, growing tired of Ruffnut's teasing and turning to face her, ice blue eyes narrowed.

"What do you want, Ruffnut? I'm guessing I'm not just here for nothing." Ruffnut smirked, bobbing her head before reaching down and grabbing something from her chest of clothes. It was thrown at Astrid, smacking her in the face before falling in her outstretched hands. "A dress?"

"I've hatched another brilliant plan to make Hiccup fall in love with me!" Ruffnut said, grinning before pointing to a previously ignored bouquet of flowers in the room. "You know how all the guy Vikings here like to think they're all tough and stronger than us girls?" Astrid snorted at the understatement, her mind whirring to Snotlout and his irate sense of self-importance and invincibility. "Well, Hiccup's not like most Vikings, " oh _that_ was for sure, "so I figured he wouldn't want a Viking girl that was like most Viking girls. _So_," Ruffnut plucked the long dress from Astrid, holding it out in front of her and smiling, "I'll wear a dress!"

Astrid blinked.

"A dress."

Ruffnut nodded.

"A dress."

Astrid was silent, wondering whether or not she should really care right now.

She decided she didn't want to.

"Okay, well, good luck with trying to steal my boyfriend away from me. " (Hiccup's sarcasm was really rubbing off way too much.) "I'm going to go make sure Snotlout hasn't decided he wants another Gobber around to beat him in a race."

Astrid turned swiftly to walk out, yelping when a hand ensnared her long braid, yanking her back into the room.

"Ruffnut—" Astrid started, only for the rest of her sentence to be muffled as Ruffnut smothered her mouth with the green Viking dress. She was further mollified when she felt the straps of her armoured skirt start to give way, her hands scrambling to keep it up. "Ruffnut!" Astrid barked out harshly, the dress falling to the floor in a heap as she pushed the taller girl off of her.

"Astrid, come on! I need you to try the dress on for my plan to work properly!" Ruffnut whined, still tugging at Astrid's skirt. The weapons specialist held fast though, her eyes narrowed and glaring at the twin who was currently trying to undress her and confuse her at the same time.

"And why in the name of Freyja do you need me to try on _your_ dress?" she asked, Ruffnut pouting when the other girl brought in the name of the female god they worshipped.

"So I can spy on my competition, duh," Ruffnut stated as if it was the most obvious thing, successfully tugging Astrid's skirt off of her and quickly (or quickly trying to) take her shoulder-pads off. Astrid, already used to the strange sense of logic from Ruffnut and her twin brother, grunted when one of her metal shoulder-pads smacked her in the face, leaving her dazed and open for Ruffnut to stuff the dress over her head. "Awesome!" Ruffnut exclaimed, stepping back to observe her handiwork, only to frown as she got a good look at Astrid. "Okay, not awesome. You totally look like Freyja in human skin. Not fair, Astrid."

Astrid huffed, wishing she could get the dress off of her without help (but unfortunately, could not). "I didn't exactly ask to be put in this dress," she muttered, crossing her arms. The necklace that rested against her breasts was getting in the way of Astrid trying to cross her arms and look stern. She was thoroughly put off, exclaiming "In fact, I hate this thing! Get me out of it, now!"

Ruffnut moved to do as she was told, only for a Viking woman to burst in, livid, screaming, "Out! Out of my house if you can't pipe down!" Astrid found herself forcibly removed from the Thorston hut, protesting loudly the entire way but not loud enough to overpower Mrs. Thorston's overpowering voice. "A woman _tries_ to get some sleep when her blasted twins are finally out of the house, only for one twin to bring friends and make _more_ noise! You youngsters have no consideration these days!"

With a huff and a slam of the door, Mrs. Thorston disappeared from sight, and Astrid glared furiously at Ruffnut, who was glaring furiously back at Astrid.

"Gimmie my dress!"

"Get me out of this!"

Both sentences were shouted at the same time, blending and mixing the two until they were unintelligible. But Astrid, who was obviously the more sensible of the two, growled and spun around. "_I'm_ going to go home and get this ridiculous thing off me. You can say good-bye to it until tomorrow morning." Ignoring Ruffnut's protests, Astrid began to march back to her house, lamenting the loss of her clothes back in the Thorston household and the unusually sunny day in Berk that made the dress stuffier than ever to wear.

Ugh, Astrid hated flowers, and it was just her luck that there were floral designs sewed into the dress. For most of her life, Astrid always hated flowers, but she never really knew why. She supposed it was because they were just pretty. I mean, they weren't very useful for a Viking, who was warrior and needed items that would aid a warrior in battle. Hiccup liked flowers for some weird reason, which only made Astrid hate them more.

Speaking of Hiccup, Astrid saw him wandering around outside her house, looking in to see if she was there. Unable to help the smile on her lips, she crept up on him, shushing the Night Fury who had looked back curiously at her. "Hi Hiccup," she greeted as she appeared right at his back, causing him to jump and whirl around to look at her.

"Oh! Astrid, I needed to talk… to… you…"

Dumbfounded, Hiccup's jaw dropped open as he gazed at Astrid in the traditional Viking dress, her necklace emphasizing a particularly pleasing area to him. He didn't bother being subtle at all, striking green eyes riveted to a spot below her collarbone.

Astrid blushed red, taking in her won ogle-worthy sight as a bare-chested Hiccup met her blue eyes. He was still wearing his fur vest, but had obviously stripped off his long-sleeved green shirt in the middle of sparring. Though not as heavily muscled as the rest of the Vikings, that didn't mean Hiccup was without his own toned abs. Which were, at the moment, glistening with sweat that glittered in the sunlight.

Toothless, impatient, nudged his rider with his tail, growling softly. Hiccup snapped out of his trance, gulping as he forced his eyes back up to Astrid's face.

"I should go," he said, prompting Astrid to snap out of her own trance, blushing wildly. Toothless ambled away, giving the two a little alone time and running off to terrorize a pack of Terrible Terrors. Hiccup was very thankful for the dragon's thoughtfulness, stepping forward to breathe softly on Astrid's blonde bangs, running a large hand down the side of her face. His touch sent shocks through her cheek. "I should _really_ go," he murmured again, dipping his face to brush his lips in a feather-light touch across hers.

Astrid's breath hitched under his husky tone, fingers trembling as she grasped at the edges of his open fur vest. "R-right," she agreed, but found herself drawn closer to Hiccup's uneven breaths as he splayed an open-mouthed kiss on her lips.

It was unlike anything Astrid had ever felt before. Normally, her kisses with Hiccup were pleasant, and butterfly-inducing, and altogether incredibly sweet. But _this_ kiss; this kiss was beyond that. This meeting of lips and hands and bodies was aggressive and passionate, igniting her Viking soul and making it burn hotter than it's ever burned. She felt weak and strong all at the same time, melting under Hiccup but tightening her fists furiously on his clothes. She felt helpless under Hiccup's ministrations as his large hands traveled down from her face to her hips, pulling her flush against him and causing her to gasp softly into his mouth. It was strange.

Astrid felt like a girl.

"Oh man," Hiccup chuckled when he pulled away, running a hand through his hair and raking his heated eyes down Astrid's ravished figure. "I really need to go now before I do something I regret." Astrid took a shuddering breath, her heart pounding in her ears as she only partially registered the extent of Hiccup's words. When it came through, her hands immediately released their grasp on his vest, and she stepped back quickly.

"R-right," she repeated, only now the reply was less breathy and more awkward. Hiccup didn't feel that awkwardness, though, and quickly pecked Astrid on the forehead before limping away to Toothless (who was laughing at one of the Terrors). Astrid watched him go, feeling her heart beating wildly under her hand and her legs quivering with the aftershocks of Hiccup's amazing kiss. And for a moment, Astrid thought it wasn't so bad being a girl.


	4. Keep Her Close

**How to Start a Self-Discovery**

**Chapter 4: Keep Her Close**

_The little bandage was slapped rather firmly onto her stinging cheek, but Astrid held back the whimper of pain that tried to slip past her lips. Her mother bustled around the great hall, clanking bowls and jars together as she scrapped up what was left of the midday meal and washed out the bowl she used to make the special Hofferson healing ointment. There was a palpable tension in her shoulders, and she clanged the plates together a bit harder than was normal._

_Astrid tried not to flinch when a plate of leftovers slammed in front of her on the table. She waited for her mom to flop tiredly onto the seat across from her, before carefully reaching out to snag a piece of chicken. The young girl managed to be fairly quiet as she ate with her tiny fingers, waiting inevitably for the strong, female Viking across from her to explode with anger. Problem was, Astrid was never so great at waiting._

"_It wasn't my idea," she started, trying to defend herself. Hilda glared at her, running a hand over her face in exhaustion._

"_And I suppose that makes it okay for you to be the mastermind behind the whole thing?" she shot back, sighing heavily. "Honestly Astrid, it'll only be a few more years until dragon training; you can stay out of the arena until then, can't you?"_

_Obviously she couldn't, seeing as that very afternoon Astrid and her group of ragtag friends had snuck into the dragon dome, letting loose the Deadly Nadder from its cage and spending the next few minutes screaming their lungs out. Well, everyone else except her. Hofferson's don't scream; they battle cry._

_Astrid pursed her lips and looked down at her lap, not responding to her mom's query. She heard another sigh from across the table. "Astrid; you could've died."_

"_Dad would've loved that."_

_Hilda slammed a hand on the table, making the plate jump and a few people from other tables look over. "Astrid!" she hissed, her eyes narrowing. The younger Viking winced at the loud sound, but refused to apologize for her comment. She had clearly already grown into her rebellious phase. "Astrid, you will not speak about your father that way."_

"_Fine," Astrid bit out, pushing the plate of food away and standing up; "I'll just think it." _

_Hilda sighed deeply as she watched her daughter walk away, knowing in her heart that Astrid was very much justified in her hatred for her so-called father. There was still a part of her though, the dutiful wife part, that wished otherwise. And it was there, sitting in the dim light of the candle, watching her daughter slam the large doors ominously as she walked out of the great hall, that Hilda Hofferson vowed to set her husband straight once he came home. _

_Only, the next day, when the ships from the hunting expedition came back, Boarguts Hofferson was not on them. And that very same day his daughter, Astrid Hofferson, was found trying to break into the dragon training ring again._

_..._

_..._

_...  
><em>

"What are you doing?"

Astrid let out a shriek, whirling around and seeing her mother standing in her doorway, a little grin on her mouth. She was staring pointedly at Astrid's fingers, which were attempting (and failing) to untie and take off Ruffnut's dress at the same time. It made her blush at being caught in this position by her mother, whom she once swore to that she would never wear a "stupid, girly, useless dress even if you took my axe and beat me over the head with it."

As it was, Astrid just mumbled, "Ruffnut," and her mother 'ahhh'ed' knowingly. The two girls had been friends since they could walk, and Hilda knew that while the girl twin of the Thorston's was rough as nails, she was also equally insane. After more than a decade of knowing her, Hilda and Astrid both had given up trying to decipher how her brain worked, and what actions her brain prompted her to take.

"Need some help?" Hilda offered, and Astrid nodded meekly. It made her smile, knowing that her daughter seldom asked for help. She stepped into the room, a little wary of Sigrid, who was just outside the large back doors, keening and rolling around in the bright green grass. Astrid was fine with leaving the doors open, though, and untangled her fingers from the ties of the dress, letting her mother take a crack at them with her much more skilful hands.

They stood in silence for the next while, Astrid holding up the dress with Hilda behind her, quickly undoing the strands. There was a comfortable silence lingering in the air that the two of them treasured, a sense of mother-daughter bonding that had not been felt for several years. Not since Astrid realized that, unlike her peers, her father did not love her as much as she originally thought he did. Even after he had… _gone_, his presence still lingered with the youngest Hofferson, palpable, like a stain on her soul.

"So…" Hilda said, trying to fill the silence, "What did Hiccup say?" Astrid, startled, looking over her shoulder at her mother's brown hair.

"Say about what?" she asked, and Hilda smiled teasingly.

"About the dress."

Astrid turned a flushed red, her mouth dropping open. She wrenched out of her mom's hold, whirling on her with an embarrassed, "_Mom!_" Hilda just held her hands up in defence, shrugging.

"You were right outside the house; how could I not have seen you?" she informed the young Viking dully, causing her to groan in more embarrassment and cover her face with her hands and the dress _in_ her hands. Hilda laughed heartily, stepping forward and patting her daughter's shoulder with a comforting hand. "Now Astrid, there's no reason for you to be like this. Stoick and I are halfway through the marriage negotiations; it's completely okay for the two of you to be kissing and such." At that, Astrid just groaned louder, turning away and covering her ears with her hands, trying to block out the sound of her mother's chuckles.

Sigrid looked up from her preening, concerned when she heard her rider making odd noises inside the house. Her head cocked to the side, one of her yellow eyes peering curiously into the room. She chirped, drawing Astrid and Hilda's attention after poking her head into the room. Hilda was on guard, backing up a bit, while Astrid just smiled and laughed, reaching out to pet her. "Hey girl," she greeted, nuzzling her horned nose. Sigrid squawked happily, bumping her cheek against Astrid's body. The dress had fallen down now that Astrid was no longer concerned with keeping it up, given that her dragon was currently slobbering all over her.

Hilda shook her head in exasperation, tromping out of the room and leaving Astrid to deal with her fire-breathing domestic pet. Only, when she got to the main room of the house, Ruffnut had shoved past her rather rudely, snarling under her breath as she opened the door to Astrid's room and slammed it shut behind her. Hilda sighed, sitting down and resigning herself to listening to two stubborn, Viking-headed girls duke it out over a dress that lay in wrinkles on the floor.

...

...

...

Astrid groaned, this time in annoyance as she rolled her shoulder, the "conversation" she had with Ruffnut having come to blows. She had _tried_ to explain that she wanted nothing to do with the stupid, useless dress, but Ruffnut had thought Astrid was only saying that to psyche her out, and promptly started pulling Astrid's braid to prove her point. Naturally, Astrid wasn't going to take that from anyone, and socked the girl in the face. That elevated to full-on wrestling match, which made Sigrid believe it was play-time, prompting _her_ to jump on the two of them as they wriggled on the floor.

Ouch, I know.

_Now_ Ruffnut thought she was an unfair fighter who ganged up on "poor-defenceless-girls-who-Hiccup-prefers" because she was secretly jealous that she wasn't poor and defenceless and girly enough for Hiccup. (Insert scoff here.) Having said that, Ruffnut snatched up her dress, glared at Astrid and Sigrid (who squawked in confusion) and stormed out the big back doors of the room. Of course, throughout all of this she failed to realize that _she_ started the fight.

Astrid sighed heavily again, swinging her arm around to see if that would help the soreness. She had gotten dressed again, as Ruffnut threw her clothes at her to start their fight when she barged into the room. Unfortunately, the Viking wasn't much inclined to handle said clothing delicately, she had observed, as a few of the spikes on her skirt had gone missing.

'_She was probably the one that ripped them out in the first place_," Astrid mused, sighing to herself in amusement as she made her way over to the smithery. Ruffnut tended to rip apart whatever was in her hands if she was angry; more often than not it was her brother. But he usually got back at her by his monstrously annoying habit of jabbing fun at the fact that she was a girl. But then Astrid would team up with Ruffnut, and he would be forced to take his words back; it was a vicious cycle. At least before Hiccup got involved.

Astrid sighed again, this time in frustration as her thoughts turned to the annoyingly unspoken leader of their little troupe. Astrid had always been commander of their group of friends; she was the strongest, and hence the most fit for the position. But then _Hiccup_ came along, toting accomplishments on his belt like being the first to ride a dragon, let alone the first to encounter a Night Fury and live. He had changed the very fabric of their lives, pulling the rug out from underneath them and displaying a much more wonderful world that they had never thought of before. He was… amazing. And the perfect leader, to boot.

Astrid had always ruled her friends with an iron first; you want to be leader? Then fight me and we'll see. Their magna carta was the stronger ruled the weaker, because the stronger would protect the weaker. Hiccup let his friends do whatever they wanted; he adopted a more _laissez-faire_ approach. Oh, Ruff and Tuff want to steal food from the dragons? Sure, go ahead. Snotlout wants to set loose a bunch of Terrible Terrors? Oh yeah perfectly fine. What? Astrid wants to kick all their butts and throw them in a cage for a day? Sounds like a great idea!

Well, maybe not in theory. Letting people do whatever they wanted usually spelled chaos, but it worked for Hiccup, mostly because there was always someone there to set everything straight (read: Astrid). He usually only asserted his leadership if he wanted to do some sort of group project, but otherwise Hiccup was content to stand on the sidelines and laugh at all the crazy antics of his new friends. He acted like he was just another person, just one piece of an incredibly complicated machine. And that was what solidified him as the perfect leader; he wasn't a _stronger_ or a _weaker_; he was just… one of them.

...

...

...

The smithery was cool and dark, mostly because Gobber and Hiccup weren't working so there wasn't a big fire going. Astrid peeked around a bit, looking at all the weapons on the wall and wondering if they had any dull metal spikes lying around. Probably not; those weren't the type of things to be saved for any time she needed it. Figuring it was probably better to come back tomorrow, Astrid turned around to exit, only to catch Hiccup grinning at her from the doorway.

"Hey," he greeted, and she wondered how long he had been standing there. Her mouth went dry.

"Hi."

"Need something?"

"Ah," Astrid flushed, glancing down at her skirt. She touched it rather pointlessly, grinning at him. "I'm missing some of the spikes on my skirt," she informed him. He chuckled, pushing off the doorway and placing his hand on the small of her back, urging her to his space at the back of the smirthery.

"Come on; I might have some spare parts." She followed him there, into his private workspace; the place where he came up with crazy ideas and thought about all the things that made him… different. She could see it the minute she entered the room, all the detailed drawings and complicated phrases spilling over from one page to the next. The back of the room had some barrels of metal and leather, which made Astrid guess that his workspace was also a bit of a storage room.

"Sit down on the desk," Hiccup said as he made his way to the storage area. Astrid did so without complaint, hopping onto the slanted desk with ease. Hiccup looked as though he was going to be preoccupied for awhile, so the curious Viking started to look around his desk. She picked up a few drawings, but they were much too crude and complicated for her to understand, not to mention she was just plain uninterested. But there wasn't much to look at; Hiccup didn't keep things like axes and swords in his work area. Well… except _that_.

Astrid snagged the helmet from where it hung on a nail above her head, inspecting it. One of the horns was crooked, so she twisted it back into place. It was rather sturdy, and she vaguely remembered it from the dragon killing ceremony. Hiccup had thrown it away in order to gain the full trust of the Monstrous Nightmare. Stoick the Vast had gone absolutely insane after he did that, ordering the ceremony to end and slamming his hammer on one of the rails of the dome. She had always thought it was a bit strange, how he had only ordered the match to end after the helmet was gone, but not when the sword or the shield was dropped. Why was that?

"You know, that helmet is the other half of my mom's breastplate." Astrid, startled, whipped her hand off the top of the helmet, looking up at Hiccup's grinning face. He was walking towards her with a few dull spikes in his hand. She looked back down at the helmet, finally registering his words.

"This was your mother's?" she asked, and he nodded, still grinning.

"Half of it, yeah. My dad's got the other half. Says it keeps her close." He settled down in his chair, scooting closer to her skirt and lifting it to poke the spikes through some of the empty holes. Astrid watched him closely, suddenly aware of how near they were; she could only see the top of his ginger-coloured hair.

"Does it?" she asked, and he shrugged. The two of them lulled into silence after that, Hiccup working diligently on her skirt. His fingers were nimble and professional, not being touchy-feely and teasing like Astrid expected them to be. He seemed to take a rather perverse pleasure in teasing her about her decidedly Viking-like take on romance and affection, and went out of his way to aggravate and embarrass her. It earned him quite a few nasty bruises, but he never seemed to mind.

"Okay, stand up," Hiccup told her after he finished filling all the empty holes at the front of her skirt. She hopped off the desk, turning around and placing his helmet on the spot she vacated. There was a lot of rustling and metal-clinking, originating from her skirt, before Astrid heard Hiccup's stool creak, signalling he had risen. She waited for him to back away, but jumped a bit when his lips pressed softly on the nape of her neck.

"Hiccup—" she started, only for him to hush softly at her. His hands wrapped around her tiny waist, and the rest of him followed, pressing into her. Astrid shivered when she felt his breath ghost along her neck, and then even more when it was his mouth. His arms wrapped around her fully, his nose nuzzling her cheek. One of his hands reached out and softly touched the helmet that was once a piece of armour that protected his mother's heart. A piece of armour that now protected his preciously intelligent mind.

"I miss her everyday, helmet or not," he whispered to her. And then he was gone, like the wind.

...

...

...

Later that night, Hilda looked up from tending to the fire, watching her daughter walk into the house. She stood up, sensing something was wrong when Astrid looked so forlorn and was consciously avoiding her mother's eyes.

"Mom… about… about the wedding…" Hilda blinked, a little taken back. Astrid had wanted nothing to do with the wedding or the wedding negotiations, claiming it to be irrelevant to her kick-butt Viking lifestyle.

"Yes?" Hilda urged, the prolonged pause making her impatient. She supposed that was where her daughter got it from.

"I, um… I was wondering if… if you had already started making the dress." Astrid looked up, her face nervous and clearly uncomfortable. Hilda smiled warmly.

"No, I haven't dear. I have some ideas though. What do you think about flowers?"

"No way!"

"Astrid…"

"Okay, maybe just _one_…"
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_The sun was out, a rare occurrence for the little isle of Berk, but she didn't have much of a chance to soak it all in, given that her father was starting to disappear amongst other large Viking bodies. During days like these, all the villagers would leave the melancholic settings of their homes to bask in the sunlight, resulting in crowds of burly Vikings around the market. If she didn't catch up to her father as he steadily disappeared into the crowd, he would surely get mad at her and look at her with that disappointed scowl on his face for being unable to keep up. She hated that look; it made her feel small and useless, and Vikings weren't useless. So, clutching a little satchel to her chest, she plowed on._

_By the time she caught up to her father he was standing still and she smacked her forehead right into the back of his knee. The sudden impact didn't hurt, but it disoriented her for a few seconds. After shaking away the dizzying colours in her eyes, she noticed that a thick shadow spread over her body. When she looked up to see what had cast that shadow, she gasped._

_It was the Chief._

_She'd only ever seen him from afar. He was usually speaking to his brother, Spitelout, or some other Viking about dragon-killing strategies. She knew he was Hiccup's father, but she also knew, ever since she could barely walk, that he was important. He was more important than any other Viking on Berk. He was Stoick the Vast, the Chief. _

"_There you are, girl," she heard her father say roughly. She felt her father's hand smack her lightly on the back of her head, to push her forward so that the Chief could see her better. "Stoick, this is my daughter." There were no proclamations of praise, or affectionate pats on the head, but she learned a long time ago not to expect any. _

"_Hello child," the Chief said, his voice softer than she was used to hearing. When he spoke to other Vikings, it was always with a deep, deep tone. She was used to hearing the command, the almost instant loyalty that came with hearing the Chief's voice. He had a voice that could echo around the world, she thought. That was what it was like, to be a Viking, she thought. To be so strong that even your voice had power. _

"_Say hello," her father gruffly commanded her. She became nervous, her little body shaking at the thought of speaking to the Chief of Berk. She tried to look at him, but he was so tall, and she was so scared. Her hands dug violently into the satchel she was hugging to her chest, her whole body shaking. She wondered, briefly, if Hiccup was always this scared when he talked to his father. _

_A strong hand found her chin, and angled her face up. She realized that the Chief had gotten on his knees – his knees! – to get her to look at him. There was a smile hidden behind his fiery beard. "What's your name, little one?" he asked her. She gulped._

"_A-Astrid."_

_..._

_..._

_..._

"Astrid!"

The Viking looked up from where she sat on the ground, grooming Stormfly's beautiful blue scales. She stood when she realized that Stoick had called her name. Stormfly stood as well, but only to crane her neck around her body to inspect Astrid's handiwork.

"Yes Chief?" Astrid asked, smoothing her bangs out of her eyes. They were getting a bit long. Stoick, towering over her, had crossed his arms in mild frustration. The look on his face when he was irritated was the same as when Hiccup was. They both had a habit of wrinkling their forehead when deep in frustrated thought. Astrid thought that, while Hiccup took almost none of his father's physical features, he did manage to snag quite a few of his dad's habits.

"Have you seen Hiccup? I was trying to talk to him this mornin', but I think I might have scared him off," he said. Astrid laughed, scratching Stormfly under the chin.

"Scared him off with what?" she asked. "After all the stunts I've seen him pull flying Toothless, it doesn't seem like he'd be scared of anything." And it was true. Part of her wished she could do what Hiccup could, but while Stormfly was an excellent dragon, she had nothing on a sleek, black, agile Night Fury. Toothless seemed truly to be one-of-a-kind, the black sheep in the flock of white, like the Hiccup in a flock of Vikings. She supposed it was serendipitous that the black sheep of two separate flocks had gravitated towards each other.

"I… well we were talking about the marriage," Stoick said, and Astrid froze. Hiccup was scared of the marriage? Was he having second thoughts? Stoick must have seen the look on her face, because he immediately denied it. "It's not that!" he said hurriedly, "I just… I mentioned to Hiccup that… perhaps it would have been better to make him chief before having the wedding—"

But Astrid didn't hear any of it. She just thought back to how she had so one-sidedly forced Hiccup into this… relationship with her! She didn't think he'd have any complaints, I mean come on! She was Astrid Hofferson! But the more she thought about it, the more she realized that perhaps she was dragging Hiccup into something he didn't want to be in. I mean, marriage? Granted, they wouldn't be married for a while, considering they were still young, and the village was still going through so many changes because of their new pets. But to be thrown into marriage negotiations, and not being allowed to make that choice yourself…

Vikings always had arranged marriages! That was how they were. A match would be made, and then the heads of both houses would enter negotiations and brawl over the dowry and whatever. But it's not like Hiccup was the quintessential Viking. For Odin's sake, he befriended a dragon because he couldn't kill it! And while some Vikings would have thought that was cowardly two or three years ago, it meant that Hiccup was just… different. Better.

"I'll… I'll go find him for you," Astrid said in the middle of Stoick's sentence. "I'll talk to him about it, don't worry Chief." Stoick grinned thankfully at her, not realizing that none of his words actually got through to her. He thanked her, told her he didn't know what he would do if she wasn't marrying his son, and then ambled away to take care of his chiefly duties around Berk. Astrid gave Stormfly's scales one last rubbing before hopping onto the saddle and taking off.

At a time like this, on a rare day when the sun was out on the isle of Berk, there was only one place Hiccup would be.

...

...

...

She led Stormfly into a gentle landing on Toothless' old cove, a bit surprised that they were nowhere to be found in this cozy little corner of Berk. Stormfly sauntered over to the water to preen her reflection, checking for any dulled scales. After affirming that she looked quite beautiful, the Nadder promptly began to flex the spikes on her tails and wiggle her body, liking the way her scales glinted in the sunlight when she moved. Astrid just laughed at her from afar before doing another short sweep of the area, in hopes that she could spot any sign of her betrothed and his dragon. When they didn't seem to be anywhere in the cove, Astrid figured they might be out for a short flight, and resolved to wait in the cove until they came back.

She sat on a small rock protruding from the ground, looking up at the blue skies, in hopes that a flash of black would pass over her. Hiccup once told her that the colour of the sky reminded him of her eyes. Astrid never bothered much to look in a mirror or in the reflection of the water, but she knew that her eyes were blue. It was strange to think that Hiccup knew the colour of her eyes as intimately as she knew the colour of his. She had not told him that, in the way the sky reminded him of her eyes, his eyes reminded her of the dewy, sparkling green grass in the mornings or the leaves that drifted gently to the ground when she trained with her axe in the forest. She surrounded herself in his colour, she thought, the same way that he surrounded himself in the colour of her.

It made her blush terribly, of course, and she smacked her head a few times because the heat of her face frustrated her. She supposed it was okay to blush since she was a girl, but she was still _Astrid_ right? Her idea of romantic was forcing her boyfriend to train, and punching him to make her feel better about kissing him after punching him. But it never worked. She always ended up feeling like such a _girl_ afterwards. Maybe she should try kissing him first, and then punching him? That made more sense, right?

She just hated feeling so conflicted. Why was she even giving herself excuses to kiss Hiccup? Her mom said it; they were betrothed, it wasn't like she was shaming herself in any way when they kissed. Odin's beard, she was the one who started it anyway!

But…

It made her soft, she thought. The kissing, and the affection. His smile turned her to putty and his touches made her skitter like a mouse. She would be yelling at him one moment, and he'd kiss her, and then she couldn't find her voice anymore. She could be shouting at Snotlout for doing or saying something stupid (which was all the time), and Hiccup would put his hand on her shoulder, and she'd just… flake. Her voice would peter into nothing. He'd give her this _look_, an amused one, an exasperated one, an irritated one, and she'd just _shut up_.

Before Hiccup, she had been the leader. Snotlout and Ruff and Tuff and Fishlegs would listen to her. She'd yell and scream and they'd scramble to carry out her orders (although if she was being honest, Ruff would just scoff at her and amble away to watch her brother fail miserably at whatever task Astrid had given him). She'd never taken part in teasing Hiccup because she was better than that. Leaders didn't bully the weak, they _protected_ them. She wanted to be that leader; she wanted to protect her home and her people.

When Hiccup saved Berk, somehow he had become the leader; he'd taken her place. She didn't have a problem with it. He deserved it; he really did. If Astrid had been given the honour of being Chief after Stoick, she would have eased into it like butter onto bread. She would have done everything the Viking way; the dragons would be captured or killed, the houses rebuilt after the raids, the ships being sent out for that one last trip before the ice set in. Astrid would have been just another stubborn old Viking.

But now what was she? A Viking whose voice faltered from a single touch! She hadn't needed to yell before, to command her little army. Just a word, just a phrase, and they were gone. Now her face would have to turn red with fury before they rushed away, hearing the snarl in her voice and foreseeing the axe she was about to slam into their faces. Only with the promise of bodily pain did they rush to appease her fury. She wondered with a heavy feeling in the pit of her stomach; when had her voice gotten weak?

"Astrid!"

She jolted up to see Hiccup, helmet tossed aside, walking leisurely over to her as a smile blossomed across his face. "Hic-Hiccup!" she exclaimed. Great, now she was even _stuttering_. Thor, help her now.

"Hey, what are you doing here?" he asked, his hands so immediately around her waist that she didn't even have time to blink. His nose buried itself into her hair and she felt the little kiss he bestowed to it, before pulling away, flushing pink.

"Oh, I, uh…" Why was she here again? Right, Stoick and the marriage. The marriage! Stoick wanted to talk to Hiccup about the marriage! But… did she want him to talk to the chief about the marriage? If Hiccup had run away from that conversation then maybe… did he… she should ask to be sure, right? If he didn't want… if he didn't… "It's, uh… it's about…" the marriage! "flying!"

You stupid, stupid Viking.

Hiccup cocked his head at her, waiting for her to continue. Astrid panicked internally, buying time by smoothing her bangs. "I… me and Stormfly haven't… haven't gone flying yet, and we were wondering if you wanted to join?" She smiled uncertainly up at him, kicking herself in the face in her head. He probably just came back from flying, you stupid Viking! But Hiccup was Hiccup, and he smiled brightly at another excuse to take to the skies.

"Sure, I'm always up for a ride. How 'bout you Toothless?" Hiccup turned to the Night Fury, who only lolled his tongue out happily. Stormfly squawked in excitement, and the two riders promptly boarded the saddles, taking off into the cloudy skies. While Astrid hadn't really been planning to ask Hiccup to go flying, she found that she actually made quite a good impromptu decision. Flying with Hiccup was always an adventure. They'd go exploring sometimes, when they weren't too busy. Most of the times, though, their rides in the sky would be competitive races (where Hiccup and Toothless usually won), or lazy afternoons and evenings, drifting among the clouds. Today was a day for cloud drifting.

The clouds were always misty, so Astrid always felt a slight dampness on her face when she rode among the clouds. She fingered her fur hood, wondering if she should pull it up to keep her ears warm, but decided it didn't matter that much. Her fingers stretched out, creating a trail as they cut through the clouds, like she did the first time she ever rode a dragon. She didn't notice how Hiccup looked at her as she did that, his eyes resounding with some fierce emotion.

"Astrid."

She turned at the sound of her name, still a little lost in the splendor of the skies. The wind blew her hair away from her face, her round, wide eyes lost to his green ones. She was struck, so suddenly, by her pull to him in that moment. He had said just her name, only her name, but it sounded like the world had said it instead. Even Stormfly felt the pull of it, drifting closer to the Night Fury. The two dragons looked at each other, and Toothless only warbled quietly, not loud enough to disturb the two riders.

Hiccup placed his hand on Toothless' head and the Night Fury, by some unknown silent command, dipped under the clouds. Stormfly, without any urging from Astrid, followed after Toothless, a wingspan behind him. Hiccup was looking ahead now, but Astrid couldn't take her eyes away from him. She only saw the strong line of his shoulders, the brown hair on the back of his head. There was a sense of… something… as she looked at the back of her betrothed. It was indiscernible in the effervescent moment, but she knew that this image of Hiccup's back was special; it was important, and not just for him, but for her as well.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked as they landed back in the cove. Hiccup was smoothing his hand over his face, his shoulders sagging. Hiccup turned to look at her, his eyes still holding a remnant of that fierce emotion. She didn't know this, but she looked a bit wild. The winds had tousled her hair, and the chill had given her cheeks a rosy pink blush. Hiccup stepped towards her, his hand coming up to rest on her cheek, but he stopped whispers before he touched her. Her cheek tingled, an expectant feeling, anticipating his touch. Her heart beat so loud in her chest that for a moment it seemed to overwhelm all her senses, ringing in her ears. Hiccup's hand hovered over her cheek before sweeping, cautiously, almost shakily, over her hair, and then down the braid she had brushed over her shoulder.

"Sometimes," Hiccup said, "I can't believe the gods sent a Valkyrie to love me."

His words hadn't fully impacted her yet, but later in her room she would remember what he said, and take a quick night trip to the forest to lodge her axe in a few trees, in hopes that she could get rid of the giddy, fuzzy feeling in her heart. In the moment, she wasn't given much room to react to his declaration when he settled his lips on hers. The touch was so soft, so light, that Astrid wondered if it was there at all. But she closed her eyes, and all she could smell was him.

She'd never know, and Hiccup would never tell her, but gliding between the skies and the clouds, he had looked at her facing into the wind. The setting sun had cast glows over her, her blonde hair askance in the wind. He knew, right then, that she was a Valkyrie in human skin, sent to protect and love him. The gods had blessed him with her, they had found him _worthy_ of her, and he vowed to _become_ worthy of her. In that moment, he had understood what he had been given; something far more precious than his own life. He would see her back to Valhalla, blonde hair askance in the wind, eyes alight with fire and the blade of her axe sharpened in readiness of Ragnarok.

He kissed her in revelation of that.

* * *

><p>AN So a few quick notes. Obviously some things have changed since I started this story. Astrid's dragon was officially announced as Stormfly, and to reflect this I will adjust future chapters as follows. Maybe one day I'll go back and replace Stormfly's name in past chapters, but as of right now I'm horribly lazy.

If you're wondering why I decided to update now, after four years of neglecting this story, it's because of two things. The first is, of course, the release of HTTYD2. The second is because of a few amazing stories I read by some amazing authors that rekindled my love for writing. I will list them as follows.

Foxy'sGirl

Midoriko-sama

Le'letha

Please go give them a lot of love. Thanks!

Snow


	6. Weak Vikings

**How to Start a Self-Discovery**

**Chapter 6: ****Weak Vikings**

_The metal gate slammed down noisily behind them, and Astrid turned around to glare at the person who let it make such a loud noise. Standing in from of the gate, Fishlegs cowered under her stare, despite being much bigger than her even at the age of twelve. "Do you want us to get caught?" Astrid hissed at him, and he shook his head fervently. His voice was too weak to reply to her, and Astrid made a note to keep her eye on him. He could very well get them killed if he didn't man up. _

_Like some other half-baked 'Viking' she knew._

_Rolling her shoulder to get __some__ tension out of it, Astrid stepped further into the ring, the moonlight guiding her way. She paid no mind to the four other Vikings behind her, each of them progressively more scared of their current situation the further they were from her. Snotlout had attempted to stay close to Astrid's back, but made little to no protest when Ruffnut shoved him aside to walk ahead. Tuffnut snickered at Snotlout from behind him and Fishlegs took the rear. _

"_So… do we even know which cage we should unlock?" Ruffnut asked with her signature drawl, giving Astrid a pointed look. Astrid returned her look with fierce eyes and a tense frown._

"_**Do**__ you or __**don't**__ you want to kill a dragon?"She hissed back. Ruffnut shrugged, as if the thought didn't appeal to her, but didn't distaste her either. Astrid grabbed her axe from where she strapped it on her back and turned to the cage that usually held Deadly Nadders. Faintly, she heard Snotlout ask why she hadn't chosen to open the cage with the Monstrous Nightmare, but she was smarter than that. She might be the best fighter in their ragtag group of twelve-year olds, but she wasn't the Chief. Start small, right?_

"_You," she commanded Fishlegs, "open the gate." Fishlegs gulped, but shuffled quickly over to the gate's door handle. Behind her, the three other Vikings readied their weapons. None of them had shields. _

_Astrid glared at the gate, its thick walls preventing her from seeing what was inside, but she knew it was a dragon. Her father's axe was much too heavy for her slim form, but she had to do it. She had to kill a dragon with __**his**__axe or this perpetual feeling of shame would weigh on her shoulders until the end of her days. It had to be this axe or no axe at all. She nodded her head at Fishlegs, and he cranked the handle._

_She was ready for it, the hottest fire on earth to blast forth from those depths. She would dodge it, get under its body and hack the softest part of its belly. She would gut it from the inside out, and hold its beating heart for everyone to see. Her hands would be splattered red with blood, but this time? This time they wouldn't shake. She would hack her own hands off if they did._

_Vikings were __**not**__ weak. _

_At first it was just darkness, and Astrid thought maybe the beast was just biding its time, watching for an opening. But when seconds ticked by and nothing jumped out at them, Astrid crept closer. The moon shone light on the inside of the cage, and instead of a Deadly Nadder, the ragtag team only saw rolled up blankets and pillows, and a note._

"_Dear Troublemakers," Fishlegs read, "The punishment for breaking into the training ring __**again**__ is to spend the rest of the night __**in**__ it. I'll be back in the morning to let you out. Signed, Gobber."_

...

...

...

It was a sunny day, again, and Astrid was sitting on Stormfly, watching her friends fly around each other, bickering as usual. Each of their dragons held a large chunk of log in their claws, waiting for Spitelout to give them orders for where to put them. The Chief and Hiccup had been working on constructing a new area for the town to gather in. The training dome was a good place, but didn't have much room for the dragons to hang around. And Hiccup said something about a new sport he invented that he wanted to try out. Hence, everyone on Berk was roped into helping with the construction of the new stadiums.

Even though a lot had changed in two years, there was still more growth to be had. Berk was definitely a lot more comfortable for all the new dragons, but Hiccup saw improvements _everywhere_. He was constantly sketching out new ideas and buildings, on top of his own little inventions that he tinkered with. Astrid was glad to be at the forefront of it all, in no small part because she constantly stole his sketchbook when he wasn't looking.

"Hey Astrid, can you come down here for a second?"

Astrid looked down to where her name was called, seeing Hiccup and Toothless standing next to a few Vikings. She steered Stormfly down carefully, laying the log onto the ground and hopping off her dragon. Her skin still tingled from yesterday, his words ringing faintly in her ears. She tried to push it out of her mind, trying to focus on the task at hand, but it was there, always present, like the tingle Hiccup left behind every time he touched her. It would linger for hours and she would rub her hand over the spot, as if somehow she could replicate that feeling by herself.

"_Valkyrie_."

"What's up?" she asked him. Stormfly and Toothless greeted each other, bobbing their heads and making strange noises, wings half-unfurled. Astrid watched them with amusement and curiosity. She had wondered for the longest time what exactly they were saying, but Hiccup's interest had long since died. They weren't causing any destruction with it, so it wasn't high on the list of "things to know about dragons".

"We need one of the logs to be cut up and used as floorboards," he told her, taking his charcoal pencil from behind his ear and sketching in his book. "I miscalculated a bit with all the wood this stadium's gonna need."

"Alright. What do you need me to do next?" Astrid asked. She didn't want to stay cooped up in her house, sitting in the main hall staring at her father's axe. And if everyone else was going to be helping out with construction, she certainly didn't want to be left with nothing to do. Idling away would make her twitchy. With the dragons, preparing for winter was much easier, and Astrid often found herself with too much time on her hands. She had taken to passing the time by training until her limbs felt boneless, or flying with Stormfly until well into the night.

Or perhaps she was just used to the outdoors. Her mother liked to sit in their house and sew when she had time off. From a young age, Astrid hated staying indoors. She would take any excuse she could get to leave the house, a possible factor in her de facto leadership of the rag tag group of young Vikings. Coming home late was infinitely better than coming home on time. When she came home late, she could just sneak back into her room without alerting her parents. A result of being smaller than the usual Viking meant that she was much quieter on her feet, and much less likely to be caught.

Stormfly nudged her hand, obviously finished greeting Toothless. Astrid looked down at her dragon, who had dropped a random stick at her feet. When she picked it up, Stormfly bounded away, readying herself to catch it. Even Toothless wanted to join in on the game, crouched in a pouncing motion next to Stormfly. Hiccup and Astrid smiled at their enthusiasm, and Astrid tossed it as hard as she could, watching their tails wag as they rushed to get it.

"Nothing yet. We might need some more logs, so I want you on standby for that," Hiccup said to her absentmindedly, watching his dragon and hers playfully fighting for the stick. Stormfly had it clenched between her teeth and Toothless was standing on his hind legs, his front paws trying to swipe at the stick in her mouth. Stormfly danced out of reach, daring not to squawk at Toothless because then the stick would fall out of her mouth.

The two were so entranced by their dragons that they hadn't noticed, or heard, the steadily rising bickering of the twins and Snotlout in the air above them. Fishlegs was just sitting on Meatlug, flipping through an assortment of cards in his hands, not paying much attention either. The dire moment happened when Ruffnut finally got sick of Snotlout's ridiculousness and punched him squarely in the face, knocking him momentarily unconscious and resulting in his falling off of Hookfang. The falling Snotlout had not bothered Meatlug, and only alerted Fishlegs because Snotlout had whizzed past his face (he was flying below the other Viking), but it was Hookfang that had dove down to catch her rider, letting go of the log she held in her claws. The log was headed straight for Fishlegs and Meatlug, and naturally the two of them panicked and dove to the side. Meatlug's gentle grip on her log had sent it flying towards Hiccup.

If there was one thing Astrid prided herself on above all else, it was her reflexes. Whereas Hiccup only had the minimum amount of reflexes to make sure he didn't _die_, Astrid's reflexes made sure she had a flat two seconds to retaliate at whomever had decided to attack her. In this case, Astrid's reflexes made sure she pushed Hiccup out of the way of the log flying directly at his face, and onto her ankle instead, crushing it at a weird angle.

The pain was incredible, and she had to bite her lip from screaming when they moved the log off her foot and tried to move her. She brushed away worried hands (Hiccup's, probably), and gingerly turned on her back. Astrid didn't dare look at her foot, not when she was in so much pain and the sky was so blue that it helped her focus. It didn't occur to her that anyone was talking until Hiccup appeared her in her line of sight, his face panicked.

"I'm okay," she said immediately, trying not to wince. They both knew that was a lie, but it made her feel better; less like a weakling and more like a Viking, she supposed. She sat up and finally saw the angle her foot had twisted. Ruff and Tuff were long gone, probably to get Gothi. Stormfly and Toothless had rushed back when they saw Astrid push Hiccup out of the way, and the Nadder was now squawking worriedly next to her rider. Toothless looked guiltily at Astrid's leg, his ears flapped down like a sad puppy. No doubt he wished he had been there to protect her. Astrid stroked his head to tell him she was okay, even though they both knew that injury was _not_ pretty.

When Gothi arrived, she had to cut Astrid's boot off to look at her ankle clearly, and then Astrid was helped onto a cart to be dragged to the Hofferson house, where the elderly woman had given her some herbs to chew and rubbed a number of poultices on her bruised and purple foot. It was swollen like the chubby cheeks of Fishleg's face, Astrid noted with a grimace. Then Gothi had made a few hand signals, which Astrid understood as, "Rest! No walking!" and then left. Astrid had glowered at her even as the door shut. The fire crackled cozily in its hearth and Stormfly poked her head through one of the windows, squawking lightly. Astrid looked at her dragon with sullen eyes.

Great; what was she supposed to do now?

...

...

...

It turns out that Astrid had quite a bit to do whilst just sitting at home. Granted, she didn't care much for anything she was doing, but it beat staring at her father's axe on the wall and testing her foot every five minutes, only to realize that attempting to walk on it meant blistering, Hel-is-better-than-this-agony pain.

Her mother had given her some cloth and thread and needles and told her to get to work. Apparently Mrs. Hofferson had been making extra money by mending tunics and pants for the other villagers. Gobber was apparently one of her regular customers, given that he had no wife and no family to speak of. Astrid had never paid too much attention to her crafting skills as a girl, so this was ample opportunity, as her mother said, for her to start practicing.

Astrid wasn't sure what she hated more, her useless foot or the tiny little holes she poked in her fingers from thrusting the needle too aggressively through the cloth. (Crafts had never been her strong suit.) It was midday, and everyone was outside busying themselves with something, as Astrid herself was prone to do when she wasn't otherwise incapacitated. She frowned as she thought about the stadium still undergoing construction, and how she couldn't be there to help. Instead, Astrid had to sit in her house and mend holes in some random Viking's pants. She held them out and scrutinized them, the peculiar skinniness to them not lost on her. (At least she was fixing Hiccup's pants and not Gobber's.)

She was just about ready to throw Hiccup's pants into the fire from pure frustrated boredom, when someone knocked on the door. Short of leaping out of her chair in excitement from some kind of distraction, Astrid simply chirped out, "Come in!" Gods, she was so bored that any human interaction would satisfy her. Even if it was Snotlout.

(Thank the gods it wasn't Snotlout.)

Fishlegs peered into the Hofferson home, his eyes darting around as if he was entering a realm of impossibilities. Astrid watched him, slightly amused at how skittish he was about entering her home. Even after so many years of being the biggest, most-Viking-looking of their ragtag team, Fish was still also the gentlest. She used to think it was a weak trait, but when she saw how carefully he treated Meatlug, now she imagined it to be one of his strongest traits. He could never tame a dragon on his own; he didn't have the confidence and fearlessness to do that. But there was something to the way he stroked Meatlug's scales after a long day of flying, to help lull her to sleep.

"What's up Fish?" she asked him as he finally closed the door behind him. He was holding something in his hands, covered with a cloth. Fishlegs lingered in the doorway, still looking at all the things inside the main room of her house, suspiciously avoiding her eyes. She let him bumble forwards, making a wide arc around her to set his package on the table.

"Oh, ah, w-well Hi-Hic-Hiccup said...he said that you—n-not that I would assume what you liked!—b-but Hiccup said you really liked, um, s-skyr a-and—"

Astrid took the cloth off whatever Fishlegs had brought, revealing a bowl of skyr [1] with some berries thrown in. Her eyes lit up, and Fishlegs stopped talking when he saw her scoot the bowl closer to her. The large Viking seemed flabbergasted at the wide smile that had crept over Astrid's lips when she put the first spoonful of skyr in her mouth. He had seen her smile before, it was hard not to when Hiccup was around. He'd always thought that Hiccup was the exception to most things, but here she was, eating skyr and berries and smiling at him.

"Thanks for bringing this over," she said, spooning some more skyr into her mouth. A bit of it smudged on the corner of her lips but she wiped it away with her thumb. "Was Hiccup too busy to bring it himself?" she asked the other Viking. Fishlegs shrunk into himself, terrified for a reason Astrid hadn't figured out yet. She might have been quite… harsh… to him when they were younger, but had lightened up a lot over the years. Was she really that intimidating? The better question was: did she like being that intimidating?

"N-no! No, he was… he was going to do it but there was still a lot to do s-so I… I offered b-because I wanted to, um, t-t-t-talk to you," Fishlegs said. He was looking down at his hands, twisting his fingers and scraping the dirt from his hands under his nails. He had always been kind of fidgety, but when he was nervous that trait was exemplified. Astrid lifted a brow at him in mild interest. Fishlegs barely ever went out of his way to talk to her. Most of his interactions were between him and Hiccup, or him and the other three Vikings part of their ragtag team.

Astrid set her spoon down, a gesture to show that he had her full attention. Hiccup's pants were still on her lap, needle still sticking through the cloth. Fishlegs seemed even more intimidated when he realized she was just sitting there, staring at him, waiting for him to talk. He had been hoping she would only be half-heartedly listening to him while eating the skyr he brought her. Nevertheless, Fishlegs didn't want to ruin what was supposedly Astrid's good mood right now, given that she wasn't glaring at him for once or giving him this look like he was a sea barnacle that appeared on her foot. But he's been around Astrid since he was quite young, and he knew her propensity for weakness; Astrid didn't _have_ a propensity for weakness.

Fishlegs, deterred by the full weight of Astrid's attention on him, gulped audibly and looked down at his boots. He had always been the largest of their little troupe, but unquestionably the weakest. It had made Astrid less than welcoming to him, but it hadn't mattered much because, although he was _weak_ for a Viking, at least he didn't screw up like Hiccup. Fishlegs was content to just… be part of something. And now that things have changed, and he wasn't a _weak_ Viking anymore, Fishlegs wanted to be… stronger. He wanted to stop Snotlout and Tuffnut's stupid teasing. He wanted to be told, "good job" and "great work!" He wanted to feel like he belonged to fill those big boots of his. Most importantly, he wanted to speak and be listened to _without that stupid stutter_.

Astrid saw the tiny, almost miniscule change in him when it happened. It was by no means some drastic transformation that turned Fishlegs into someone like Snotlout, but she could see it like she saw it in Hiccup, the first time he had told her 'no'.

* * *

><p><em>Hiccup we just found the <em>_**Dragon's Nest**__; the thing we've been after since Vikings first sailed here! And you wanna keep it a secret?! To protect your __**pet dragon **__are you serious?!_

* * *

><p>Astrid remembered, faintly, that it was also the first time he had told her:<p>

_**"Yes."**_

(It was the first time she had said 'yes' too.)

* * *

><p><em>Okay... so what do we do?<em>

* * *

><p>What will you do? Astrid thought as she saw Fishlegs trying to pull himself together. He chest puffed out, he stood straighter, fists clenched and lips pursed. He stared her straight in the eyes, and for a moment Astrid thought he was holding his breath for so long he would suffocate himself. But then…<p>

"Astrid, I'm sorry for crushing your leg."

Astrid blinked slowly at him. "... what?"

Fishlegs started to perspire, rubbing the back of his neck, his eyes darting to the floor, cheeks burning red.

"W-well I… if I had been more aware I could have avoided Hookfang and Meatlug-"

"Whoa whoa whoa whoa, Fishlegs, are you blaming yourself for my twisted ankle?"

Fishlegs pulled at the collar of his tunic, clearing his throat nervously. "I-It's… it looks more_ mangled_ than twisted…" he said, almost like an attempt to distract her. But Astrid never lost sight of the big things, and she crossed her arms and gave him a very reprimanding look. Fishlegs had the perturbed feeling that it reminded him of his mother's own stare. She didn't even have to _say_ anything, and Fishlegs already knew what he was doing wrong.

Suddenly extremely uncomfortable, not that he wasn't before, but that was before Astrid had it in her mind to start silently _lecturing him_, Fishlegs once again cleared his throat nervously and started inching towards the door. He did it in that wide, don't-get-within-grabbing-reach-of-Astrid sweep, eventually managing not to piss himself somewhere along the way because the female Viking was still following him with that reprimanding look.

When the door finally shut behind him, Astrid turned back to her skyr and smiled to herself.

At least to Fishlegs she'd still be the scariest Viking on Berk.

* * *

><p><em>Skyr <em>is a kind of Icelandic yogurt. Although I have no idea if, historically, Vikings ate skyr, it sounded much better than "yogurt", so I went with it.
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**Chapter 7: Hiccup The Viking**

_Astrid didn't know what this feeling was called, but had resolutely decided that in all of her six years on Midgard, it was the worst feeling anyone could ever have. She heard her mother speaking to her father about it; said that she was 'sick'. Whatever it meant, she decided it was the worst thing that ever existed on this earth, even more than the dragons! Dragons could be fought. She didn't have to wait around for the dragons to leave; she could just force them out! But this… 'sick' feeling was a different matter. She couldn't beat the feeling out of her; she just had to wait for it to go away. Why did she have to wait for it to go away? It was too passive for Astrid's liking. _

_Astrid could hear her mother in the other room, probably making that disgusting soup she forced Astrid to drink earlier. The young girl gagged as she thought about it, wondering how something that tasted so bad could be __**good**__ for her. Her legs moved under her blanket, and she wiggled her toes as she looked forlornly at the door. She wanted to go outside and do… something! Anything! Anything was better than lying in bed waiting to be fed more gross-tasting soup. _

_Pouting, Astrid rolled over and pulled her blankets up to her chin. The candle next to her bed was still flickering, but there wasn't enough light to see clearly. The sound of her parents voices were faint in the other room, but made her drowsy. She had always fallen asleep while listening to her mother and father talking in the other room. It was one of the only times her father ever really talked at all. He was usually quiet, but his silence only leant to the intimidating aura he projected. Astrid found it hard to look him in the eyes a lot. _

_The door opened, and she let her eyes fall shut. Her parents were still talking, but in hushed voices. They probably thought she was sleeping, Astrid thought. She wasn't, although it wouldn't be long until she was. Her eyes were heavy and she had already closed them. She didn't know what her parents were saying anymore because sleep called too sweetly, but the last thing Astrid felt was a strong, callused hand resting on her head. _

* * *

><p>She still wasn't allowed to leave the house.<p>

Astrid refrained from continuing to bang her head against the table in the main room of her house, a spot on her forehead already turning slightly red with abuse. It had only been the second day since a measly little piece of driftwood took her out of commission, but that was way too long for a Viking to sit around waiting for an injury to heal! She should be out there helping to build the new stadium, but no, Gothi had come by earlier in the morning to make sure Astrid knew that walking was prohibited. The old woman had waved her staff threateningly in Astrid's face a few times to solidify her point before leaving.

It wasn't like she hadn't injured herself before. Astrid was the recipient of a plethora of bumps and bruises and sprained wrists ever since she was young. Granted… the most serious leg injury she had before her crushed leg was just soreness and a mild twisted ankle that went away in a couple of hours. She always braved her injuries with a stone cold face, and most of the time no one even knew she was hurting!

Astrid drummed her fingers impatiently on the table. She already finished fixing the clothes her mother dumped on her the day before, because she was just so bored that it was literally the only thing she could do. She prayed, very briefly, to the gods to just let her get out of the house! Give her that, at least!

A muffled thump against the wall made her turn around. Stormfly was poking her nose in through one of the windows. She squawked as Astrid caught sight of her, and wiggled her body excitedly, her scales catching the sunlight. Astrid could see the saddle on Stormfly's back through the window, and smirked deviously.

Gothi told her she wasn't allowed to walk; nothing had been said about flying.

* * *

><p>It took a few tries, and she bit her tongue twice to stop from crying out when her injured foot accidentally took some weight, but Astrid managed to comfortably settle onto Stormfly's back. Normally when her right ankle wasn't <em>screaming<em> at her with pain during every moment pressure was applied to it Astrid sat with her legs bent behind her on the saddle. Instead of her legs dangling straight down, they pressed against Stormfly's flank. But since she wasn't in tip-top shape, she couldn't place her injured ankle against Stormfly's side.

It made flying a bit awkward. There was, after all, a reason that her saddle was designed the way that it was. With her feet positioned behind her, Astrid could bring her body downwards, essentially hugging Stormfly's back. It blended the two of them together, allowing for less wind resistance and more fluidity. There was a reason she was the fastest rider on Berk, after Hiccup, of course; because, like Hiccup, Astrid made herself part of her dragon when they flew. She didn't just sit on a dragon like they were a prized mare.

Stormfly fluttered her wings happily, feeling the familiar weight of her rider on her back. Astrid grinned at her dragon's enthusiasm, understanding that Stormfly didn't care one bit how her rider sat on her; as long as they were together, everything would be okay in Stormfly's world.

Taking a stroll through the village was an option she considered, but staying cooped up in her house made her less than eager to simply sit on Stormfly as they walked around. After being in such cramped spaces, it was time to surround herself with nothing but open air and a clear, blue sky.

Stormfly knew that her rider was injured, so she took flight carefully, trying not to jostle Astrid too much and cause her more pain. Their ascent into the clouds took longer than it usually did, but the two of them weren't really complaining. Stormfly was just glad to be in the skies again with her rider, and Astrid was just happy to be outside. Astrid never noticed how beautiful Berk looked from far away, this tiny little island with a dragon-sized secret. It made her wonder how many things she hadn't noticed because she was too wrapped up in training and chores.

She and Stormfly turned their backs on Berk as they continued their ascent. The wind was cold, but she didn't feel it. Her fur hood was draped around her head, protecting her ears from frostbite. It wasn't winter, but the air was always colder the further up they went. Sometimes her hands went numb from flying for too long, but she would only notice it after she touched back down on Berk, because being in the sky took away any attention she would have for other things.

The clouds were misty and she dragged her fingers through them as Stormfly rose above them. The colours of the skies above the clouds were always amazing. Maybe it was just nearing night, and the sun was setting, but Astrid always loved the glow of the sun from above the clouds. If this was where the gods lived, she wouldn't be surprised at all.

The two of them glided easily along, Astrid still sitting with her back straight on the saddle. She wondered if Hiccup would call her a Valkyrie again, seeing her like this. It was what he had said the last time she was this high up. She didn't want to believe him, because it was narcissistic of her to compare herself to a Valkyrie. But all the same, she still thought about it. Did she really look like a Valkyrie? Or was he just being overly affectionate, like he always was?

Astrid touched her fur hood, imagining the braided blonde hair kept safely underneath it. She never thought about the way she looked before, but she knew what other people thought of her. She was cute when she was a gangly little fifteen-year-old, and as she grew older, more and more people started to tell her she was a 'striking young lass'. She hadn't known how to reply, so Astrid mostly smiled awkwardly at them and escaped the conversation as fast as she could. It wasn't like she hated talking about the way she looked, but didn't it matter more that she was one of the best riders on Berk?

The sky was darkening, and Astrid eased Stormfly under the clouds, beginning their descent back to the island. She hadn't realized how late it was getting, and hoped no one noticed her disappearance. But, as luck would have it, she neared the village and saw Hiccup and the other dragon riders gathered in the town square, surrounded by the other Vikings. It looked to be a very obvious, hastily-thrown-together search party for her wee little butt.

Ruffnut recognized Stormfly as they descended, and Astrid saw the profile of Hiccup's tense, pinched face melting into utter relief as he turned to catch sight of her in the skies through Ruffnut's prompting. Her mother stood beside him where he was mounted on Toothless, her hands clasped at her stomach, wringing each other nervously. Astrid felt a bit guilty for leaving without at least letting her mother know, because ever since her father died, she was all her mother had left.

Hiccup didn't bother waiting for her to land on Berk. He urged Toothless into the sky, catching them a few hundred feet in the air.

"Hey," she said when they were close enough.

"Where have you been?" he asked her, his voice tight with frustration but laced with worry. Astrid was a bit taken back by his tone, her eyes narrowing.

"I went flying," she said, defensiveness rising to her voice. What, she wasn't allowed to go flying anymore? Astrid took short flights by herself all the time without telling anyone. Hel, Hiccup went flying more often than she did!

"With a sprained ankle?!" he said. "Gothi said you need to rest, not go gallivanting all over ocean!" Under him, Toothless blinked his eyes adoringly at Astrid, making those big, cute eyes that she could never resist. He was worried about Hiccup's frustration, but also concerned for her well-being.

"It's not like I was doing loop-de-loops in the air!" Astrid snapped back, her eyes flashing fiercely. Hiccup's frustration had brought out her Viking stubbornness. "I've been stuck in my house since yesterday with _nothing_ to do; can you blame me for wanting a quick lap around the island?"

"That was not a 'quick' lap that was several _hours_ of not knowing what happened to you!" Hiccup's face started to burn red with frustration, the veins on his neck threatening to pop out from underneath his skin. "You couldn't even be bothered to tell someone where you were going?!"

Astrid's hands tightened on the handles of her saddle. "It's not like you ever tell anyone where _you're_ going. And besides, it's not like anything would have happened to me; I'm on a dragon for Thor's sake!"

"Riding a dragon doesn't make you invincible! You can still get hurt—" Hiccup said.

"I'm a Viking; it's an occupational hazard!" Astrid scowled at him before urging Stormfly back into a glide towards the village. She could feel Toothless and Hiccup close on her tail, but refused to look back at him. She saw her mother's worried face and frowned softly. As much as she didn't like making her mother worry, Astrid decided that now was probably not a good time to go home and start a shouting match with her boyfriend. Even though Stormfly was probably tired from the long flight, her dragon's wings beat soundly as she eased them into a turn, headed towards Raven's Point.

"Where are you going now?!" she heard Hiccup's voice say from behind her. Astrid ignored him. He might be mad at her silence, but he'd still follow her. She knew this as she swooped down into the secret cove. He was still landing when she swung her over Stormfly and jumped onto the ground with her good foot. She heard him curse colourfully from behind her when he saw her dismount.

"Would it kill you to be careful for once?" he said. She frowned at him from under her hair, rubbing Stormfly's scales. She _was_ being careful; she made extra sure that she would hit the ground with her good foot, not her sprained one.

"I was dismounting, not jumping off a cliff," she said. Stormfly crooned at her, nudging her hand for more strokes. Her bad leg was hovering a few centimetres above the air and she used Stormfly as a makeshift crutch. There was a good sized rock near where she landed, and she hopped towards it to use it as a stool. Hiccup followed her at a distance, Toothless behind him.

"Astrid, why are we here? You should be at home, resting," Hiccup told her, the anger beginning to fade. The weariness of the day had begun to catch up on him, and his eyes looked tired. Toothless made a noise of worry, sniffing Astrid's ankle. She pet him as he came closer, nudging her hand with his cold nose. Just because she was mad at Hiccup didn't mean she was mad at Toothless. If Hiccup was worried about her, showing concern the way that Toothless was currently doing was a much better way of going about it. But then again, she supposed it didn't help that she was being difficult about it.

When Astrid didn't answer him, and the silence stretched on for too long, Toothless glared at his rider and grumbled something at him. Hiccup gave his flying partner an affronted look, like he almost couldn't believe he was being blamed for this.

"Don't look at me like that," Hiccup said. Toothless huffed at him and curled up around Astrid, plopping his head in her lap and looking up at her with his 'cute' eyes. Astrid grinned at him, glad that he was on her side even though she was pretty sure he only did it for the neck scratches. Stormfly, though, started strutting around Hiccup, turning her face to peer at him with her eyes. He reached out to pet her, but she turned and nudged him with her nose.

"Stormfly?" Astrid asked, a bit confused but mirth lining her voice as she watched her dragon poking her nose incessantly into Hiccup's sides and back. It was obvious after the fifth or so nudge that the Deadly Nadder was trying to put Hiccup closer to Astrid, and the rider of the Night Fury tossed his hands up in exasperation and went to sit next to Astrid on the rock. Astrid stifled her laughter as Stormfly preened and congratulated herself by admiring her reflection in the water. Somehow her dragon had equated closeness with forgiveness; as if she thought that Astrid was mad because Hiccup was refusing to sit with her. And though Stormfly was wrong, that didn't mean her prodding of Hiccup was ineffective.

It was hard to ignore him when he was sitting next to her, the sleeve of his green shirt brushing against her bare arm. Hiccup started fiddling with his prosthetic to fill the silence that stretched loudly over the two of them. Astrid snuck glances at him from the corner of her eyes, watching the frown stubbornly planted on his face as he inspected his metal foot. It prompted her to look at her own leg, swathed in bandages and leather. She hadn't dared put a boot over her ankle, and could see her toes peeking out of the bandages. She wiggled them, watching them respond to her mental commands.

"I'm sorry," Astrid heard herself say, the words tumbling out like they had been dying to escape, "I know you're worried; I'm just being… difficult." She tucked a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear, looking apologetically at him, meeting his gaze. He looked a little surprised at her apology, his eyebrows shooting up into his hairline. "I-I just… I'm not used to this."

"To what?" Hiccup asked, genuinely curious. But curiosity was in his nature, she thought. Astrid shrugged helplessly.

"The… coddling? I don't know…" She loosely crossed her arms, sinking into herself. She hated the admission; it felt like a weakness she was voicing. Astrid Hofferson didn't have weaknesses… except for when she had so many she wasn't sure where they all came from.

But Hiccup just smiled loosely, nudging her shoulder with his. "I don't think anyone would even _think_ about coddling the Great Astrid Hofferson. We'd all get beat up before we could start," he joked. It was something he meant to say to cheer her up, she knew that, but Astrid couldn't help the frown deepening on her face. Hiccup noticed her reaction, and his eyebrows furrowed in worry. "Astrid?"

"I… it's nothing. It's stupid." Shaking her head, Astrid stood up, balancing on her good foot. "Let's just get back to the village. My mom must be worried sick by now," she said, trying to sound light-hearted. But Hiccup stood up and grasped her arms with his hands, forcing her to face him.

"Astrid, what's wrong?" His eyes burned, she thought. There was an intensity to them she came to be familiar with. The first time she saw his eyes like this, they were looking out over the docks, and he had watched the ships sail off past the horizon. She asked him why he hadn't killed 'that dragon'. His answer hadn't surprised her. But that was because he was Hiccup. Obstinate, stubborn, and persistent.

Just like a Viking.

Astrid smiled and tucked a stray lock of blonde hair behind her ear. She let her fingers drift on the underside of his jaw as she leaned forward to kiss him softly.

"Really. Everything's okay."

She hopped onto Stormfly, being careful not to put any weight on her injured foot. When she looked over at Hiccup, he was already sitting on Toothless, waiting for her to take off first. She grinned at him.

"I hope you've kept up with your training," she said. "When my ankle gets better, I'm challenging you to a sword fight."


End file.
